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Fixing the Membership of the Lords and Commons: The
Case of Sir John Cam Hobhouse and the Nottingham
By-Election, 1834
J OH N B E C K E T T
When Melbourne replaced Grey in 1834 he looked to recruit men with experience to join his
government. He enlisted Sir John Cam Hobhouse, but Hobhouse needed a seat in the Com-
mons. This was achieved by a writ of acceleration, whereby Viscount Duncannon, one of the
sitting MPs for Nottingham, was called into the Lords in his father’s lifetime to release a seat in
the Commons.Writs had normally been used to strengthen the power of the government in the
Lords, and the resentment in Nottingham at this political fix was expressed in a full-scale contest
with accusations that the town was being turned into a government nomination borough.Hob-
house might have hoped for a free run as he had already been appointed to the cabinet.Rather,
he was forced to fight for the seat, and to go through most of the activities more frequently
associated with general elections.
Keywords:Duncannon; elections; Hobhouse; house of commons; hustings;Melbourne; news-
papers; Nottingham; writs of acceleration
On 16 July 1834, Viscount Melbourne was summoned by King William IV and asked to
form a government.Melbourne accepted the commission and set about assembling a cab-
inet. Among those he identified for a place around the table was Sir John Cam Hobhouse,
widely known as one of Lord Byron’s friends, and formerly MP for Westminster 1820–33.
Thirteen days later, Hobhouse had been nominated for Nottingham, he had been to the
town for the election, had returned to London, and had taken his seat in the house of
commons. The story behind this by-election enables us to examine some of the ways in
which electoral politics worked in the wake of the Great Reform Act of 1832, and also one
particular link between the lower and upper Houses at Westminster.
Earl Grey resigned as prime minister on 9 July 1834. For a week there was a hiatus
at Westminster, and after much discussion the king invited Melbourne to try to form a
government. Melbourne, home secretary in Grey’s government, had many reservations,
not the least of which was his concern about experience in government among potential
ministers. To this end he wanted Hobhouse in his cabinet. On 16 July, the same day that
Melbourne accepted the challenge of forming a cabinet, Hobhouse was summoned to
a meeting with Lord Althorp, leader of the whigs in the Commons, and informed that
Melbourne had him earmarked for the position of first commissioner of woods and forests.
The postholder was responsible for the crown estates, and the position carried with it a seat
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in the cabinet.1 Once he had kissed hands,Melbourne wrote directly to Hobhouse ‘in very
handsome terms’ inviting him to join the cabinet, ‘and all those likely to be members of
the government concurred in it’.2
Hobhouse was a political ally of Melbourne and had no qualms about accepting the
post.3 The problem was that he was not an MP. Having resigned his seat for Westminster
in 1833 he had resisted offers of alternative constituencies. Now the situation was differ-
ent: ‘we talked of a seat in Parliament for me and Althorp recommended Nottingham …
Sudbury was also talked of, a vacancy having been made there by the death of Michael
Angelo Taylor.’4 A means had to be found of insinuating Hobhouse into the Commons,
and Nottingham became the chosen route. Hobhouse spoke with General Ferguson, the
other MP for Nottingham, ‘of which place he gave me some useful information’.5
How was this to be done? First, a sitting MP had to agree to give up his seat. A by-
election would then be called, at which Hobhouse could be nominated and – hopefully
– elected with, or for preference without, a contest. The practice of requiring MPs ap-
pointed to certain ministerial and legal offices to seek re-election on taking up office was
introduced in 1707 and not abolished until 1919. However, contested re-elections peaked
in 1833–5, and the circumstances surrounding the Nottingham by-election of 1834 were
unconventional because Hobhouse was not actually in the Commons when appointed to
office.6 It was rumoured, as well, that Hobhouse’s election expenses were being guaranteed
by the government.7 The Standard had heard that ‘it is generally understood that Sir J.C.
Hobhouse’s expenses will be guaranteed to him by the government’.8
Since Hobhouse was not the sitting member, a behind-the-scenes deal had to be done.
Both before and after 1832, Nottingham returned two members to parliament. The 1832
legislation preserved the voting rights of the burgesses, and this arrangement was popular, as
it meant that anyone who had served an apprenticeship in the town had the vote.The elec-
torate was, as a result, socially a broadly based franchise composed of both property owners
1The commissioners were charged with the management of crown lands,and the first commissioner was either
an MP or a member of the house of lords. The main sources used for this essay are contemporary newspapers
including the Nottingham Review and the Nottingham Journal, together with Hobhouse’s own writings. Hobhouse
kept a diary for most of his life. Many of the volumes were deposited in the British Museum (now the British
Library) with a proviso that they should not be opened until 1900 or later. Meantime, in his sixties, he reflected
on his life and wrote a five-volume memoir which was printed but never published: Some Account of a Long Life
[1865].A copy is held in the British Library.After 1900 Hobhouse’s daughter,Lady Dorchester, edited his writings
in Recollections of a Long Life: With Additional Extracts from his Private Diaries (6 vols, 1909–11). I have used Some
Account, and Recollections, but there are no diaries for 1834–6. Lady Dorchester assembled material from the diary,
Some Account, and in a few instances his published works. She used the printed memoir when the diary is missing.
So, in 1834,when Hobhouse stood for Nottingham, she had no diary to work from and so had to use the printed
memoir. She edited the material vigorously. To show how she edited sections, where I quote Some Account below
I indicate through the words in italics the wording she reproduced in Recollections. The non-italicised words were
omitted by Dorchester.
2Some Account, iii, 21.
3London Gazette, 22 July 1834.
4Some Account, iii, 20–1; Hobhouse kept Sudbury as first reserve, possibly because he wanted to avoid accusa-
tions that he had accepted a nomination borough rather than one which would need contesting.
5Bury and Norwich Post, 23 July 1834.
6Angus Hawkins, ‘Government Appointment By-Elections 1832–86’, in By-Elections in British Politics, 1832–
1914, ed. T.G.Otte and P.A.Readman (Woodbridge, 2013), 51–76.
7Standard, 24 July 1834.
8Standard, 24 July 1834.
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and manufacturing workers.9 In 1832, 5,220 electors were registered from a population of
50,000 or so – about one in five males. These numbers did not change greatly because the
population of the town was essentially static until the 1850s.10
Nottingham had been well known for its radicalism since the 1790s, and was at the
forefront of protest during the 1831 Reform Bill riots when the duke of Newcastle’s castle
was burnt down.11 At the first post-Reform election in 1832, two whigs were elected:
General Sir Ronald Craufurd Ferguson (who had been MP for Nottingham since 1830 and
was a consistent supporter of reform) and Viscount Duncannon,a government whip and the
first commissioner of woods and forests.Duncannon had been instrumental in drafting the
Reform Bill. Both men were well-known reformers and were nominated by Nottingham’s
whig-Liberal corporation at the election.The tories were so weak in Nottingham that they
struggled to find candidates, let alone men with any real hope of winning one of the seats.
Now, in 1834, a deal had to be done, but the mechanism deployed was one which had
not been invented for this purpose at all. It was a writ of acceleration. These writs had first
been used by Charles II to summon an heir to an English peerage into the upper House
in his father’s lifetime.Writs of acceleration were used also by William III, partly to try to
boost the size of the Lords. At the time, there were 164 male members of the peerage, but
this apparently healthy figure was reduced to 116 when minors (21), and Roman catholics
and nonjurors (27) were omitted.12 The advantage of a writ of acceleration was that it
temporarily, rather than permanently, increased the size of the Lords. It avoided offering a
peerage to a family which might then have membership of the Lords, in theory, for ever.
When a writ of acceleration was deployed, the young man involved was expected eventually
to succeed his father to the family title (and estates) so that the additional peerage created
by calling a son into the Lords while his father was already a member would last only until
his father died.13 Two of those summoned in the winter of 1711 were among the earl of
Oxford’s ‘dozen’ new peers.Oxford needed to increase tory numbers in order to be able to
conduct business effectively.14 By raising younger sons in their father’s lifetime, he was able
to boost the ministry’s position in the upper House in the short term, without potentially
creating a permanent party advantage.15 Between the Restoration and the dissolution of
Queen Anne’s last parliament on 5 January 1715, 13 eldest sons of peers were summoned
to the Lords by way of writs of acceleration.16
9M.I. Thomis, Politics and Society in Nottingham, 1785–1835 (Oxford, 1969), 143.
10John Beckett, ‘An Industrial Town in the Making’, in A Centenary History of Nottingham History, ed. Beckett
et al. (Manchester, 1997), 189–219.
11John Beckett, ‘The Nottingham Reform Bill Riots of 1831’, in Partisan Politics, Principle and Reform in
Parliament and the Constituencies, 1689–1880: Essays in Memory of John A. Phillips, ed. Clyve Jones, Philip Salmon
and Richard W. Davis (Edinburgh, 2005), 114–38; John Beckett, ‘Radical Nottingham’, in Centenary History, ed.
Beckett et al., 284–316.
12The History of Parliament:The House of Lords, 1660–1715, ed.Ruth Paley (5 vols,Cambridge, 2016) [hereafter
cited as HPL, 1660–1715], i, 26–7, 334–6.
13G.E. Cokayne, The Complete Peerage of England, Scotland, Ireland, Great Britain and the United Kingdom, ed.
Vicary Gibbs et al. (12 vols, 1910–59) [hereafter cited as GEC,Complete Peerage, i, 489, appendix G].
14HPL, 1660–1715, i, 18.
15HPL, 1660–1715, i, 67, 330; Robin Eagles, ‘Geoffrey Holmes and the House of Lords Reconsidered’, in
British Politics in the Age of Holmes, ed. Clyve Jones (Oxford, 2009), 25–6.
16We should learn more about the use of writs of acceleration when post-1715 volumes of the house of lords
sets are issued by the History of Parliament Trust.
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The power to make writs of acceleration was affirmed in the 1832 Reform Bill. The
intention was to give the king powers, which he might or might not need to exercise, to
create sufficient peers to pass the legislation.William IV was not keen on mass creations, and
to keep him on board, the cabinet considered requesting him to create a preliminary batch
of eight to ten peers, and to prevent any permanent increase in the size of the house by
promoting the eldest sons of existing peers or the heirs collateral.17 This was, in effect,a reuse
of writs of acceleration with the intention of strengthening the hand of the government
in the upper House by increasing (temporarily) the number of peers eligible to participate
in its affairs. By promoting heirs to titles vita patris there was less danger of swamping the
Lords with newcomers considered to be of inferior merit by the existing members.18 In
the end it came to nothing because the tories gave way and mass peerage creations were
unnecessary to pass the Reform Bill through the upper House.
Writs of acceleration remained on the statute book and were used in 1834 to make possi-
ble Hobhouse’s election to parliament for Nottingham. In this case it was not to strengthen
the Lords, but to free up a space in the Commons.Viscount Duncannon had sat for various
constituencies since 1805. He held a courtesy title as he was the eldest son of the earl of
Bessborough, an Irish peer with a seat in the house of lords. Duncannon would not nor-
mally have expected to go to the Lords until he succeeded his father in the earldom, but he
was evidently open to offers. Melbourne invited him to become home secretary, the post
which the new prime minister was vacating – and in return he was created Baron Dun-
cannon of Bessborough, county Kilkenny vita patris – literally, ‘in his father’s lifetime’. In
other words a United Kingdom title was created for him personally, and it was time-limited
to the day on which he succeeded his father as earl of Bessborough.19 The idea was not
primarily to boost the government in the Lords, but to create a vacancy in the Commons,
which would require a by-election. The candidate recommended by both Duncannon, as
the outgoing MP for Nottingham, and also by his fellow Nottingham MP, Ferguson, was
Hobhouse.
The political fixer was probably Henry Richard Fox, Lord Holland, nephew of the great
radical,Charles James Fox,and leader of the Holland House set,which included Hobhouse’s
running mate in Westminster elections during the 1820s, Sir Francis Burdett. Since 1809,
Holland had been honorary recorder of Nottingham. He had been a friend and political
mentor of Byron – who was always a welcome visitor to Holland House – and he knew
Hobhouse well. He also knew all about Nottingham politics.20
In Lady Dorchester’s published version of her father’s diary,Hobhouse is quoted as noting
merely that on 18 July 1834: ‘I accepted an invitation to stand for Nottingham, and went
there the same evening.’21 His own version of events is more revealing. He spoke with
17John Cannon, Parliamentary Reform, 1640–1832 (Cambridge, 1972), 230–1.
18HPL, 1660–1715, i, 23, 26–7, 67, 330.
19GEC,Complete Peerage, ii, 172; R.E. Zegger, John Cam Hobhouse: A Political Life, 1819–52 (Columbia, MO,
1973), 210; Henry Field, The Date-Book of Remarkable and Memorable Events Connected with Nottingham and its
Neighbourhood, 1750–1879 … (Nottingham, 1884), 416.
20John Beckett, ‘Politician or Poet? The 6th Lord Byron in the House of Lords,1809–13’,Parliamentary History,
xxxiv (2015), 201–17; A.D. Kriegel, The Holland House Diaries, 1831-40 (1977), 120–1; C.J. Wright, ‘Holland
House set’,ODNB.
21Recollections, iv, 357: 18 July 1834. Overnight carriage travel was popular from the 1770s. It was regarded as
less dangerous than day journeys, and quicker: Dorian Gerhold,Bristol’s Stage Coaches (2012), 56, 80, 306.
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Althorp and Duncannon, and ‘both advised my going immediately to Nottingham’. In
those days,before the railway, it took just over 12 hours to complete the journey – we know
that when Hobhouse travelled to Nottingham for the 1837 election he ‘Left London at
4 a.m. and arrived Nottingham at 5.30 p.m’.22 Hobhouse set out for Nottingham on the
evening of 18 July 1834, probably on the overnight London mail, but rather than travelling
all night, he broke his journey:
and slept at Newport Pagnell. The next day I went to Bunny Park, and, dining with
Lord Rancliffe, got to Nottingham in time to have some talk with Mr Wakefield and
Mr Hurst, the principal supporters of the Liberal interest. I refused to canvass the electors,
or to give any pledges; and in my address merely referred to my past life, and my resolution to
do my duty, as I had always done. I told them that I feared there might be an objection
made to transferring the seat from one Chief Commissioner of Woods and Forests to
another. They owned the charge might be made, but that I should carry the election
easily notwithstanding.23
In itself, this was not a particular surprise. It was normal for a candidate, whether or not
he was opposed, to go to the constituency for which he was intending to stand even if
it was only to spend a few minutes going through the formal business in the event of no
opposition being mounted. Few by-elections were contested; for the period 1790–1832
just 14% of by elections resulted in a poll.24 Ministerial by-elections, or by-elections of the
type held when Hobhouse was appointed to office, were usually uncontested: 432 out of
504 between 1832 and 1886 (86%).Most constituencies dutifully returned unopposed their
sitting member when ministerial or legal office required re-election, and this would later
be the case with Hobhouse.
Given the habitual weakness of the tories in Nottingham,Hobhouse had no real reason
to anticipate a contest in 1834. He was, after all, a well-known supporter of the 1832 Re-
form Act, and he was running for election in a borough constituency which was radical
in its political sympathies.25 Unfortunately for Hobhouse, others saw the situation rather
differently, particularly those who resented the assumption that this Westminster deal could
be brought about with the tacit support of the Nottingham electorate simply because of its
radical credentials. As the Nottingham Journal, the town’s leading tory newspaper, put it: ‘it is
settled in Downing Street that, as our town may now fairly be considered a close Ministerial
borough, the said Sir John Cam is to be the member for Nottingham’. On receipt of this
news in the town, a handbill was printed and circulated, claiming that the newly appointed
ministry ‘have resolved to complete your political degradation, by making your once
22BL, Add.MS 61828, f. 76: 20 July 1837.
23Some Account, iii, 22–3. From this quotation only the section in italics can be found in Lady Dorchester’s
edited version of her father’s memoir and is an indication of her editing technique. Bunny Park is between
Nottingham and Loughborough on the (modern) A60.
24Philip Salmon, ‘ “Plumping Contests”: The Impact of By–Elections on English Voting Behaviour, 1790–
1868’, in By-Elections in British Politics, ed. Otte and Readman, 26.
25Cannon, Parliamentary Reform, 216; John Beckett, ‘Parliament and the Localities: The Borough of Notting-
ham’, in Parliament and Locality, 1660–1939, ed. David Dean and Clyve Jones (Edinburgh, 1998), 60–1; Beckett,
‘Radical Nottingham’, 289–301.
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high-minded and independent borough a substitute for Old Sarum, a refuge for the desti-
tute!’ This, the handbill concluded, needed to be resisted.26
Even as Hobhouse was on the road to Nottingham, ‘a meeting of electors convened by
hand bill,was held at the DurhamOx room,at which nearly 200 voters were present’.Those
present were unhappy with what they saw as a political fix in which the constituency was
being treated simply as a pawn on behalf of the government, ‘and there were not wanting
those who expressed a desire for some person connected with the town or trade of Not-
tingham to be put in nomination’. This was not unreasonable, but since the dissidents had
no obvious local candidate to propose they were forced to back the nomination of William
Eagle, a relatively well-known radical and a would-be parliamentarian. Eagle claimed to be
in favour of the ballot, triennial parliaments, the abolition of the corn laws, and the reform
of town corporations, but he had no local roots and his candidature was certainly divisive
since he and Hobhouse were – in theory – on the same ‘Liberal’ side.27
Hobhouse had only a few days to mount an effective campaign. His first move, on the
morning of Saturday 19 July, was to publish his address – similar to a modern manifesto
– and to have it distributed through the town.28 Hobhouse knew how elections worked
from his days as MP for Westminster and he was prepared for the hurly-burly which was
likely to occur whether or not a contest took place.He was soon out and about among the
electors:
In the evening of Saturday, Sir John met a numerous party of those who have been
in the habit of taking the most active part in elections and they agreed to support his
pretensions to the representation of Nottingham; at a later period of the evening, he
paid a visit to some of the political houses, where we understand he gave a satisfactory
explanation of his conduct in regard to military flogging.29
William Eagle arrived in Nottingham only on the evening of Sunday, 20 June, and he met
with his supporters on the Monday morning in order to explain to them his position on
key political issues. Next came the modern equivalent of a television debate between the
candidates, as reported in the Nottingham Review:
OnMonday evening [21st] a meeting in the Exchange Hall was called for the purpose of
hearing Sir John Hobhouse, but such was the tumult created by some of his opponents,
that it was scarcely possible to hear a word.We have reason to believe that this conduct,
and the similar course pursued on Wednesday at the nomination, disgusted many of
those who were favourably inclined to Mr Eagle and either prevented them from voting
or induced them to support Sir John Hobhouse.
26Morning Post, 21 July 1834, quoting the Nottingham Journal.
27Morning Post, 23 July 1834, carried an editorial condemning the decision to put up a candidate against
Hobhouse (History of Parliament, draft constituency article on Nottingham 1832–68).
28Some Account, iii, 23.
29Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834. The flogging issue was frequently raised.Hobhouse had wished to abolish
flogging before he held the position of secretary at war but once in power he was prepared to sponsor legislation
limiting, but not abolishing, flogging.
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‘Candidates’, Jon Lawrence has written, were ‘expected to put up with a good deal of
derisive and boorish behaviour in the name of accountability and letting people have
their say.’30 Canvassing continued through Tuesday, 22 July, and then, after all this political
foreplay, the candidates prepared for the hustings on 23 July.
Hustings were often held on specially-constructed platforms in open spaces, but the
tradition in Nottingham was to use the Exchange Hall, which sat on the same site as the
modern Council House until it was demolished in 1926. The hall was described by a
contemporary as a
noble spacious room, which is 75 feet long, 30 feet wide, and 30 feet high, with an
arched ceiling; there are two smaller rooms on the same line, communicating with the
large one by folding doors, and when these are thrown open they form a room of 123
feet long, and in it we have seen more than 400 persons sit down to dinner.Here public
meetings are held, and here also the last election was carried on; and sometimes it is used
for exhibitions, amusements, balls, &c.31
On 23 July the room was full by the time the nomination proceedings commenced at
noon; indeed, according to one of the town’s newspapers it was
crowded to excess for some time before the nomination; the usual noise and tumult,
the accompaniments of political contests, prevailed to a considerable degree, with the
addition of several excellent imitations of cock crowing.32
Hobhouse, somewhat less charitably, attributed the turnout to the fact that ‘a murderer was
executed in the morning,and the crowd that attended that spectacle adjourned afterwards to
our exhibition’.33 Initially, as the clock struck midday the undersheriff read aloud the acts of
parliament prescribed by statute to be recited at the nomination, and Thomas Roberts and
Thomas Bishop, sheriffs, took the oath as returning officers.34 Then William Reader, the
assessor [returning officer], ‘read to them the names of the candidates about to be proposed
for their selection; they were William Eagle, Esq., of Leighton Hall, Suffolk, and the Right
Honourable Sir John Cam Hobhouse, Bart, of Berkley Square,Middlesex’.35
Next, the candidates, in alphabetical order, Eagle first,Hobhouse second, and their spon-
sors, were invited, in the traditional manner, to address the meeting. George Gill, a lace
commission agent in Nottingham,nominated William Eagle.Gill castigated Hobhouse as a
corporation stooge,and suggested that by putting Eagle forward, the Radicals were teaching
the corporation a lesson: ‘that they could no longer usurp the right of electing members,
30Jon Lawrence,Electing Our Masters: The Hustings in British Politics from Hogarth to Blair (Oxford, 2009), 7.
31[R. Sutton], The Strangers’ Guide through the Town of Nottingham, Being a Description of the Principal Buildings,
and Objects of Curiosity in that Ancient Town (1827), 11.
32Field,Date-Book, 417.
33Field,Date-Book, 417.
34Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834; Records of the Borough of Nottingham …, ed. W.H. Stevenson et al. (9 vols,
1882–1956), viii, 386, 387, for evidence of a stage being erected.
35Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834.
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trampling on their rights, and of converting this ancient seat of freedom into a nomination
borough’.36
Gill was followed on to the podium by Benjamin Boothby, an iron founder, who ‘made
the most insolent attack that ever had been made even upon me, who had heard so much of that sort
of eloquence. He accused me of every political crime – apostasy, baseness, love of place, love of money,
cruelty, and what not besides telling the meeting that my wife’s sisters,were pensioners on the
public.All this I bore patiently, because obliged to hear it; only once or twice I said, “That is false”.
The fellow went on reading charges against me from the True Sun, and treating me as the worst of
political delinquents.’37 The Review recorded Boothby’s comments a little differently:
We have before us the Right Honourable the First Commissioner for Woods and Forests
(hisses, groans and loud cheers) – who, in his address assures us that he comes forward
at the request of a body of our brother electors, – (Shouts of ‘a lie’) … whether it be
decent, that in the selection of a suitable man to represent your interests in Parliament,
we should be satisfied to submit to the Right Honourable Gentleman being sent from
Downing Street, by and through their agents,who reside amongst us … Is Nottingham
to become the Old Sarum for the Whigs? (Cries of ‘no, no’).
Boothby went on in this manner for some time, suggesting that Hobhouse had moved
across the political spectrum from his days as a Radical reformer, to his present position
as ‘a thoroughgoing Whig’, which was true. Hobhouse, despite his years of experience
in Westminster, was clearly shocked by the claims.38 Having been nominated, and having
accepted the nomination, Eagle was now invited to speak, and his first and most powerful
point was that he was not a stooge of the government:
I have not been sent down in a band box from Downing-street, labelled at the Treasury,
ticketed to the Corporation of Nottingham, and addressed especially to the Whig dic-
tator who presides over it. (Tremendous cheers and some hisses.) I am not sent down
here, but put up by yourselves. I am not come here because I desire a seat in Parliament,
and from a necessity to patch up an administration, but I am come to fight your battles
against Whig dictation, and to give new impulse to reform.39
Hobhouse noted that he was obliged to listen to these speeches because this was what was
to be expected at an election, but the quid pro quo, as far as he was concerned with more
than a decade of experience of Westminster behind him,was that he and his sponsors were
afforded the same conditions when they came to speak.Tradition dictated that just as Eagle’s
sponsors had been heard, so Hobhouse and his sponsors should also have been listened to
as part of the ritual of the occasion. According to the Nottingham Review the way in which
Hobhouse and his sponsors were drowned out was ‘to say the least, disrespectful’40.
36Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834.
37Some Account, ii, 25. The True Sun was a London evening newspaper published 1832–7. It was pro-whig.
38Recollections, iv, 357–8.
39Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834. A band box is a circular cardboard box for carrying hats to prevent them
from being damaged on a journey.
40Nottingham Review, 24 July 1834.
C© 2020 The Author. Parliamentary History published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd. on behalf of Parlimentary History
Yearbook Trust.
Fixing the Membership of the Lords and Commons 213
George, Lord Rancliffe went first. A contemporary of both Hobhouse and Byron,Ran-
cliffe had been educated, like Byron, at Harrow. He succeeded his father in 1800, while
still under age, and in 1806 inherited from his grandfather, Sir Thomas Parkyns, the family
estates, which included Bunny Park. In 1812 he became involved in Nottingham electoral
politics, canvassing vigorously on a radical platform of peace, parliamentary reform, and
liberty of conscience. He was returned to the house of commons in 1812 and again in
1817, but stood down in 1820.He was returned again in 1826, and overlapped with Hob-
house, who was by then one of the members for Westminster. Rancliffe stood down in
1830, but continued to play a role in Nottingham that was at least semi-active, in that he
appeared from time to time at nomination day to propose a candidate, or to speak in his
favour. He supported the Reform Bill in 1831.Now, in the Exchange Hall he stood up to
speak ‘amidst partial hisses, which were speedily drowned out amidst the most tremendous
cheers, interrupted with some groans … After attempting for some time to speak,without
obtaining silence, Rancliffe concluded “I will not detain you longer, further than to pro-
pose the Right Hon Sir John Cam Hobhouse,Baronet, as a proper person to represent you
in Parliament.” ’41
The seconder was Thomas Wakefield, a successful local businessman, described in the
1832 trade directory as a cotton spinner, who lived at 12 Low Pavement. Wakefield was
a member of the corporation, and leader of the whigs: ‘The real master of the borough’,
wrote Hobhouse many years later, ‘at that time was Thomas Wakefield, a nephew of Wake-
field, the editor of Lucretius, and the correspondent of Charles Fox.He was a manufacturer
with a flourishing business, very much respected and esteemed. I am talking of 1834.’42 A
year after the events described here he would be mayor, and among his many other achieve-
ments he was a founder member and active participant in the activities of Bromley House
Library.Wakefield stood up to speak but he got no further than saying ‘Gentlemen’ before
hooting and groaning,mixed with shouts and cheers, made it impossible for him to go on:
Hobhouse now stood up, and presented himself amidst the tumult of hisses, groans
and some cheers and was very imperfectly heard; he said he would not refrain from
complaining of the manner in which he had been attacked; he did not wish to impute
falsehood to anyone, but he did think that the honourable seconder of his opponent
[Boothby] might have spared some of the epithets he had made use of. The honourable
candidate had said that if he were conscious of the political offences charged upon him
(Sir John) he should desire the earth to open and swallow him up; he (Sir John) would
only say, so should he, if he felt guilty of what he had been charged with. The tumult
increased so much that he concluded his address by saying he should meet them again
on Saturday.43
As Hobhouse later recalled: ‘neither Lord Rancliffe nor Mr T[homas] Wakefield was
heard at all. I experienced the same treatment. I pulled out my watch and said I would give
41BL, Add.MS 56,549: Hobhouse diary, 16 July 1824, available at https://petercochran.wordpress.com/hobhouses-
diary/ (accessed 18 Nov. 2019).
42Some Account, iii, 24.
43Nottingham Review, 24 July 1834.
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them five minutes to become silent; this had no effect.’44 The failure to control the crowd
was subsequently noted by the Morning Post: ‘it would be quite impossible to describe the
rough manner in which [Hobhouse] was received … The confusion and uproar became
so great that Sir J Hobhouse was obliged to desist addressing the meeting. He asked them
if they would hear him, but they cried aloud, “No, no, no” and yelled horribly.’45
Hobhouse resented this treatment but it could not have been entirely unexpected, given
Nottingham’s track record in elections. In any case he had no intention of withdrawing his
candidature. The second traditional event at the hustings was the ‘show of hands’ among
those attending the nomination. Since voters and non-voters alike were entitled to ‘vote’,
it was only a rough guide to the different candidates as to whether they should continue
with their candidacy, but this was the last point at which a man could chose to withdraw
and save the potential expense of a contest. The losing candidate or candidates in the show
of hands, if they judged success at the poll as at least possible, would still be expected to
call for a contest, but if they interpreted the show of hands as foretelling defeat they were
expected to pull out on the grounds that they had no real hope of success and no need to
commit to funding an expensive contest.Hobhouse recognized that: ‘the great majority in
the body of the hall was certainly for Eagle; on the hustings about 200 hands were held
up for me, and away we came’. Judging that the majority of those held up their hands for
Eagle did not have the vote, and furious at the way he had been treated, Hobhouse ‘said,
“very well then the poll shall decide it” ’.46 Did Hobhouse expect to win? He does not say,
but he added a significant caveat: ‘I was the object of this blind hatred at Nottingham. A
good deal, however, of the opposition was directed against the Corporation, who were my
friends, and the friends of the Whig party.’47
Once an election had been called, the contest usually took place immediately, or, to
allow time for the rival parties to complete their arrangements in larger boroughs, on
the following day or two. Meanwhile the candidates continued to attempt to persuade
and influence the electors, by delivering speeches and even venturing into public spaces
to meet potential voters. The candidates might also march to their inn or tavern in full
party regalia and colours, with a band and the inevitable crowd of supporters (whether
qualified voters or not). This might also be the point at which largesse was distributed
to potential voters, although Hobouse claimed that in 1834 he neither canvassed nor
bribed.48
With more than 5,000 potential voters, the main delay in Nottingham between the
nomination and the poll was the time needed for the election booths to be set up. From
1832 the authorities were obliged to provide multiple polling stations where there were
more than 600 registered voters: these could be scattered around the constituency or, as in
Nottingham, linked to the hustings but with several temporary booths.49
44Recollections, iv, 358.
45Morning Post, 25 July 1834.
46Morning Post, 25 July 1834.
47Recollections, iv, 358; Frank O’Gorman, ‘Campaign Rituals and Ceremonies: The Social Meaning of
Elections in England, 1780–1860’, Past & Present, No. 135 (1992), 79–115.
48Recollections, iv, 357: 18 July 1834.
49Lawrence,Electing Our Masters, 33.
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Edward Staveley was the corporation employee entrusted with this task. His first task
was to set up the ‘nomination stage’ in the Exchange Hall.50 In 1830, we know that he
was responsible for putting up the election booths, and then ‘for removing the same which
included labour, carriage,waste and injury of timber and deals, and making good the pave-
ment’.51 For the 1834 by-election four booths were set up in the market place, one each
for the electors of St Peter’s, and St Nicholas’s parishes, each with two compartments. The
country voters, men with the franchise who lived beyond the town boundaries, also voted
at these booths. The other two booths were for the north and south divisions of St Mary’s
parish – the biggest by far of Nottingham’s three parishes – and each of these had four
compartments, meaning that in total there were twelve ‘polling bars’.52
Polling was scheduled to take place over two days,24 and 25 July,between 8 am and 4 pm.
The restriction to two consecutive days was introduced in 1832.53 Canvassing continued
throughout the two days, and at the end of the first day Hobhouse went to his committee
room at the Exchange, and from the window addressed the assembled multitude.For a con-
siderable period he was completely inaudible, from the noise created by hooting, groaning,
and shouting, in one part of the crowd.He noted that:
his situation in the poll fully justified his expectation, and the calumnies that had been
spread against him,without the opportunity of answering them, had not influenced the
great majority of the electors. He thanked them sincerely for the pre-eminent station
he occupied, but begged they would not relax their exertions … Lord Rancliffe was
loudly cheered, and said that though Hooted yesterday, he again came forward, as he
always should do, to advocate that which he believed to be for the good of the people.54
Eagle was not to be outdone, and at 7 pm addressed ‘a very great crowd in front of his
committee room’, which was on the corner of Clinton Street, and Parliament Street East.
He thanked his 358 voters so far:
and declared his belief that of the 1322 electors who had supported his right honourable
rival, at least one thousand were obtained by certain means – (‘Ten shillings and a break-
fast’) – and certainly such a set of ragamuffins did he never behold. Of that number
at least 900 came up in a state of beastly intoxication, and they could scarcely repeat
the oath; they showed their degradation by coming with their heads down, whereas he
could distinguish all his voters by their honest countenances. In the hustings he had been
treated with vulgar effrontery, such as he never experienced from Tories,who were open
and manly enemies … The refusal to hear [Hobhouse] would prove that the people’s
confidence was withdrawn from the Whigs.55
The polls reopened at 8 am on Friday, 25 July. They closed at 4 pm and the result
was announced at 4.15 pm. Hobhouse had polled 1,591 votes, and Eagle just 566, giving
50Records of the Borough of Nottingham, ed. Stevenson et al., viii, 419.
51Records of the Borough of Nottingham, ed. Stevenson et al., viii, 386.
52Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834.
53Lawrence,Electing Our Masters, 31–2.
54Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834.
55Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834.
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Hobhouse a majority of 1,025. ‘The decision’, Hobhouse wrote later, ‘was announced in
silence.’56 It was normal at this stage for the victorious candidate to make a final speech of a
non-controversial nature thanking the returning officer, their friends, their supporters, and
the voters – much as they still do today. But in this by-election matters seem just to have
drifted to a conclusion, somewhat to the surprise of the Nottingham Review:
From the vast majority on one side, and the evident unwillingness of the electors to poll,
including the numerous sections consisting of the conservatives and the dissenters gen-
erally, the contest may be considered as virtually at an end, and may probably terminate
early this day [Friday] … No flags or music have appeared in the streets and in this, as
well as many other particulars, the contest differs totally from any previous one.57
The contest did not end, in other words,with the traditional celebrations such as the chair-
ing of the candidate, or even the post-election dinner. Hobhouse appeared at the window
of his committee room and gave a short speech in which he said he hoped that all animosity
would now be at an end.He then went back into the committee room to thank his friends
for their support – ‘how deeply sensible he was of their kind and valuable assistance at a
time when unmerited obloquy had been profusely poured upon him, for having in the
hour of danger joined what he considered to be an honest government’. He thanked also
his canvassers.58 But this was a by-election, and possibly because of the speed with which
the whole contest had proceeded,only 42% of registered voters cast a vote, by contrast with
64% at the 1832 general election.59
Eagle and Boothby also addressed crowds, which then quietly dispersed. According to
Hobhouse:
Eagle had called my supporters ragamuffins, and said that nine-tenths of them were
drunk. I believe one-twentieth of them were so; and my impression then was that al-
though the whole constituency was far inferior to that of Westminster, yet there were
two or three hundred high spirited, independent men, as intelligent and well- mannered
as any to be found in this kingdom.60
In the evening, Hobhouse called a meeting of his supporters, and by 8 pm 500 were
packed into in the Exchange Hall. Hobhouse, Rancliffe, and Wakefield were all present.
Hobhouse told the meeting that having refused to stand for several seats, ‘he now found
himself in ten days called from private life to take a seat in the Cabinet and was elected
member for Nottingham’. The success of the campaign, short though it was, had to be
celebrated and the meeting – and the toasts – went on until midnight, when ‘the meeting
broke up amidst loud cheers’. Hobhouse left before the end, telling his supporters that he
would take his seat in the Commons on the coming Monday.61
56Field,Date-Book, 416: July 1834; Some Account, iii, 24–5.
57Nottingham Review, 25 July 1843.
58Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834.
59Salmon, ‘ “Plumping Contests” ’, 43.
60Recollections, iv, 357.
61Nottingham Review, 1 Aug. 1834.
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Hobhouse left Nottingham on Saturday the 26th ‘at an early hour’ for London – probably
on the 5.30 am London mail, which departed from outside of the Lion – but there was still
time for him to agree to become an annual subscriber to the General Hospital and the
Nottingham Dispensary (5 guineas each per annum).62‘I left Nottingham the next day’, he
recorded without comment in his memoir.63
Hobhouse was back in London by Monday morning (the 28th) and took his seat in
the Commons on the Tuesday morning (the 29th), the same day that the London Gazette
announced his election victory in Nottingham. A couple of days later he took up the
position of first commissioner of the woods and forests and he served in government until
Melbourne resigned in November 1834.
What must have galled Hobhouse most of all was that the opposition to him came from
Radicals who resented what they saw as the conversion of Nottingham into a ‘nomination’
borough.In the words of the conservativeNottingham Journal: ‘is Nottingham for ever to be a
closeWhig borough?’Hobhouse was viewed as a treasury candidate foisted on the electorate
fromDowning Street.There was much truth in this,given that he had been shoehorned into
the constituency via a writ of acceleration in order to shore up Melbourne’s government,
although it was clearly frustrating for the Radical element that having found in William
Eagle a suitable candidate, Eagle was defeated so decisively at the poll.64
Although he was no stranger to electoral controversy, Hobhouse did not enjoy his ex-
perience at Nottingham.He described to his old running mate at Westminster, Sir Francis
Burdett, the ‘most horrible difference’ between Westminster and the ‘infernal’ Notting-
ham. He added that: ‘I am just as ill-used in one place as the other but the electors here
are a totally different body of men.’ Hobhouse was forced to leave one election meeting
with ‘characters shrieking’, and, in a reference to the flogging issue, throwing ‘a mass of
cat-o’-nine tails’ towards the platform.65 He was disgusted by the inversion of the social
order whereby the candidate had to go out of his way to flatter the voters and their fami-
lies, and even non-voters, because the distinction was not always clear, while they had the
right to interrupt, heckle, and insult him. It is perhaps, therefore, no surprise to find that
when Melbourne’s ministry fell in November 1834, and a general election was called for
January 1835, Hobhouse had himself nominated for his home city of Bristol. However, he
was rapidly disabused of the idea that as a native son he would have an electoral advantage:
the two tories polled 3,709 and 3,312 to head the poll, and the losing whigs were Bail-
lie with 2,520 and, trailing in a long way fourth, Hobhouse with 1,808.66 Fortunately for
Hobhouse, such were the ways of elections in those days,Nottingham corporation had also
nominated him and he was returned for the borough unopposed, which he subsequently
represented until 1847.67
62Nottingham Review, 25 July 1834;White’s Directory (1832), 291.
63Recollections, iv, 357 (Hobhouse does not say if there was a chairing or a dinner: see O’Gorman, ‘Campaign
Rituals and Ceremonies’, 91); Some Account, iii, 25.
64A.C.Wood, ‘Nottingham 1835–1865’,Transactions of the Thoroton Society of Nottinghamshire, lix (1955),69–70.
65Zegger,Hobhouse, 211–12.
66Bristol Gazette, 15 Jan. 1835, cited in Zegger,Hobhouse, 214.
67Perhaps surprisingly, to us if not to contemporaries,hardly any mention was made of Byron when Hobhouse
came forward for Nottingham,although an editorial in theNottingham Review noted that: ‘he [Hobhouse] travelled
in 1809 and 1810 into Albania, Romelia, and other provinces of Turkey, along with Lord Byron’. This was, of
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The 1834 by-election in Nottingham reminds us of a few hard truths about the electoral
system.The first is that it was possible to insinuate a candidate into a constituency without
too much trouble if everyone else was ready to play the game, in this case Duncannon
to be sent to the house of lords, and Hobhouse to rush down to Nottingham in time
for the nomination. Of course, it meant that Hobhouse had to endure the rigours of an
electoral contest,which he had no doubt hoped to avoid and which he seems to have found
particularly troublesome.He was open to accusations that he was a government nominee in
a system supposedly reformed just a couple of years earlier with the intention of sweeping
away some of the more problematic electoral abuses. Instead, a clause introduced into the
legislation in an attempt to provide the king with a means of making sufficient (temporary)
peers to ensure that the Reform Act could pass, was used as a way of emptying a seat in
order to bring in a government nominee – however radical his credentials.
The Nottingham Journal, a predominantly tory paper, was scathing in its denunciation of
the system, and how it had functioned. In an account of the contest headed ‘Electioneering
Anecdotes’, it set out the many ways which, in its opinion, the contest demonstrated that
very little had changed, despite the 1832 act:
The late contest has furnished numerous proofs of the ready manner in which the loud-
est bawlers for ‘purity of election’, are ready to barter their ‘political independence’ for
almost as small an equivalent as a mess of pottage. ‘Ten shillings, and what you can eat
and drink’, was the contemptible price which numbers of the electors consented to re-
ceive for the exercise of that franchise, for the extension of which, the whole empire was
lately thrown into convulsions … These incorruptible ale-house patriots contaminated
their fingers with ‘base bribes’ and forgot all their lofty declamations on ‘public virtue’
and ‘political integrity’. Alas! For the frailty of humanity. Several well authenticated and
amusing facts have come to our knowledge, some of which may serve to entertain our
readers:- a man ‘went to a hatter’s to buy him a hat’ (as the old tale has it), he threw
down half a sovereign, the hatter took up the gold, and was examining its genuineness,
when the man candidly observed, ‘you need not be afraid of it, I received it from Mester
Hobhouse, and it’s a good job he’s cum, or I should have gone without a new hat a
good while longer’. Another man, in a neighbouring village, was asked to go to Not-
tingham to give his vote for Sir John; he coldly reminded the applicant that there was
a debt of 10s owing on account of a vote given at the last election for Ferguson and
Duncannon: this claim was reluctantly allowed. Ten shillings more were demanded for
travelling expenses for four miles and then 10s ‘the regular price’ for the vote itself. Thus,
by his ingenuity, obtaining 30s for what was only worth 10s at ‘marketable prices’. An-
other individual who polled for Sir John, congratulated the Baronet on the excellence
of his principles, and expressed the pleasure he felt in recording his vote in his favour;
but this high-minded elector soon returned to the hustings in a terrible passion, cursing
the duplicity and cupidity of the Whigs, and announcing to Sir John the astounding
fact, that he had been grossly deceived, for the ‘half sovereign’ that was to have been
placed under a stone in his house, was not there! So notorious, indeed, was the practice
of paying for votes, that pay-tables were established at public houses for the purpose of
67 (continued)course, the great European tour which led to the publication of Byron’s first great epic poem, Childe
Harold’s Pilgrimage.
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liquidating these ‘honest’ claims. Other manoeuvres were played off – dead men found
representatives at the booths – voters polled twice and thrice by passing through dif-
ferent compartments – and some respectable electors who reside in the country, but
who never were at Nottingham during the week, had their names entered on the poll
books by some unprincipled rascals, who represented themselves as the individuals on
the registry. Such are a few of the impositions played off on the occasion. Assuredly we
yet want some Reform, that our Legislators will find difficult to accomplish – what can
be said of those who consent to become agents in such proceedings?68
The newspaper was right:what had been the point of all the troubles over the Reform Bill,
including the firing of the duke of Newcastle’s Nottingham castle, if so little had changed
and, in particular, bribery remained widespread? It would eventually make a difference but
only after disillusionment with the outcome of the legislation had produced the Chartist
movement, which was as powerful in Nottingham as anywhere else in the country.
APPENDIX 1: Events in July 1834
Wednesday, 16 July Melbourne becomes prime minister.
Thursday, 17 July Duncannon elevated to the house of lords.
Friday, 18 July Hobhouse is nominated for Nottingham and sets out for the town.
Saturday, 19 July Hobhouse arrives in Nottingham and publishes his manifesto.
Canvassing begins.
Sunday, 20 July Day of rest.
Monday, 21 July Canvassing: public meeting in the Exchange.
Tuesday, 22 July Canvassing.
Wednesday, 23 July Hustings.
Thursday, 24 July Election – first day.
Friday, 25 July Election – second day and result: Hobhouse makes speech to supporters and
holds a ‘party’.
Saturday, 26 July Hobhouse returns to London.
Tuesday, 29 July Hobhouse takes his seat in the Commons.
Tuesday, 5 August Hobhouse makes first speech on return to the Commons.
68Nottingham Review, 1 Aug. 1834.
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